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A job well done
After 21 years at the helm of Family Futures, co-founder Alan Burnell, retired in September.  
We spoke to him about the highlights of his career and his hopes for the future of adoption services

Q. Tell us the story of your career – what have 
been the highlights?
A. I studied psychology and social administration at university 
and then went into my first social work job at a drug rehabilitation 
clinic in Mile End, East London, working with people addicted to 
heroin and amphetamines. 

While there, I took part in a three-month overseas exchange to 
observe how drug abuse clinics worked in the US. What I ended up 
learning was not about drug addiction, but about how high-quality 
training and training resources could dramatically improve the 
effectiveness of care.

I continued as a social worker but moved into child protection, 
where I stayed for 10 years. During this time, I became deeply 
aware of the issues that were confronting poorer families and 
deprived children in London. 

It was then that Phillida Sawbridge (who had done pioneering 
work in the adoption of harder to place children at Parents for 
Children) invited me to join her and a small team of social workers 
to help set up the Post Adoption Centre in London.

This was an innovative project that sought to provide counselling 
for anyone ‘touched by adoption’. I worked on developing new 
services for adopted people who were searching for their birth 
families, birth parents who were searching for their children 
and adoptive parents who were tackling all kinds of different 
challenges.

As an adopted person myself, there were times I found it to 
be emotionally challenging, but mainly it was just fantastically 
inspiring.

This role also gave me the chance to meet parents who had 
adopted ‘harder to place’ older children and sibling groups. I was 
deeply moved by their commitment and devotion to their children, 
but also by their anguish and frustration when their children were 
unable to form attachments.

It was this experience that inspired me to co-found Family 
Futures – a dedicated therapeutic service for the contemporary 
adoptive family struggling with the aftermath of trauma.

Q.  What has been your proudest moment?
A. Receiving a lifetime achievement award as part of National 
Adoption Week 2015 was a professional highlight for me. It meant a 
lot to me to be recognised by my colleagues and peers in the adoption 
community. 

I was also really proud when research by Family Futures was peer 
reviewed in the journal Clinical Child Psychology and Psychiatry. 
The culmination of 20 years of work, the research showed the 
positive impact our therapeutic approach has had on the lives of 
adopted and fostered children. 

Q. What are your hopes for the future of 
adoption?
A. I’d like to see fostering and adoption services move away from 
being seen as the sole preserve of social work. 

Times have changed and we now know that neglect and abuse in 
infancy has multiple impacts on a child’s development. Parenting 
alone will not always redress the damage, however good it is. 

Fostering and adoption services need to become more integrated 
and multidisciplinary. Children and their parents and carers not 
only need the assistance of social workers, but also of therapists, 
occupational therapists, psychologists, nutritionists, paediatricians 
and psychiatrists. 

At the moment the emphasis is on preventing placements from 
breaking down and there’s an obsessive concern with disruption 
rates. We need to go back to the beginning and remember that 
the initial intention in caring for relinquished babies and abused 
children was to enable them to have a ‘normal’ developmental 
trajectory and family life. 

 I am optimistic that a multidisciplinary approach to fostering and 
adoption will help achieve this objective. 
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